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The emergence of Solidarity in 1980 as an independent trade union movement sent 

shock waves reverberating through the communist bloc. Subsequent history has 

indicated the seminal importance of this event both as a harbinger of and a catalyst for 

change in communist systems. Seemingly defeated and rendered impotent by the 

mid-1980s, Solidarity staged a comeback in the latter years of the decade. Aided by a 

critical shift in the international climate with the ascension to power of Mikhail 

Gorbachev in the Soviet Union, Poland became the first Warsaw Pact state to break with 

long-held tenets of Marxism-Leninism with the legalization of Solidarity and the 

scheduling of parliamentary elections in the spring of 1989. The following transforma- 

tion of regimes in Eastern Europe throughout 1989 was nothing less than astonishing 

and appears to have breathed new life into the domino theory (even if applied in a 

radically different context than envisioned by its originators) in illustrating the linkages 

between political events in the by now virtually defunct communist bloc. 

While considerable attention has been directed over the years to the influence of the 

Polish crisis on states in Eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union, less has been written 

about the relevance of this question for the People’s Republic of China (PRC).’ None- 

theless, China has by no means been immune to the effects of the “Polish virus.” Ever 

since the outbreak of disturbances in Poland and Hungary in 1956 following Nikita 

Khrushchev’s “secret speech” denouncing the crimes of Stalin at the 20th Congress of 

the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, China’s leaders have displayed a keenly 

developed appreciation of the potential for the diffusion of ideas and movements 

throughout the communist bloc. Just as Mao Zedong was influenced by Hungary and 

Poland in 1956 to launch the short lived “blooming and contending” of the Hundred 

Flowers period, so too his successors have sought to apply a preventive response to the 

evolution of events in Poland and, more recently, the rest of Eastern Europe and the 

Soviet Union in the 1980s.2 This article examines Chinese-Polish relations over the 

course of the past decade, with a view to assessing the perceptions of China’s leaders 

1. For references to the influence of the Polish crisis in China, see Andrew J. Nathan, Chinese Democracy 

(New York: Alfred A. Knoph, 1985), pp. 41,204,206,230; Andrew J. Nathan, “Chinese Democracy in 1989: 

Continuity and Change,” Problems of Communism (September-October, 1989), p. 26; Harry Harding, 
“Political Development in Post-Mao China, ” in A. Doak Barnett and Ralph N. Clough (eds), Modernlrzng 
China: Post-Mao Reform andDe&pment (Boulder: Westview Press, 1986), p. 22; Harry Harding, China’s Second 

Reuolutzon: Reform AfterMao (Washington: Brookings Institution, 1987), p. 272; Tony Saich, “Workers in the 

Workers’ State: Urban Workers in the PRC, ” in David S. G. Goodman (ed.), Groups and Politics in the People’s 

Republic ofChina (Cardiff: Cardiff U mversity Press, 1984), p. 164; Ryosei Kokubun, “The Politics ofForeign 
Economic Policy-Making in China: The Case of Plant Cancellations,” China Quarterly, No. 105 (March, 
1986), pp. 29, 36; Lowell Dittmer, “The Tiananmen Massacre,” Problems of Communism (September- 
October, 1989), p. 7; and Andrew G. Walder, “The Political Sociology of the Beijing Upheaval of 1989,” 
Problems of Communim (September-October, 1989), pp. 32, 40. 

2. For a discussion of the influence of Hungary and Poland in 1956, see Richard Solomon, Mao’~ Revolution 

and the Chinese Political Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), pp. 268-329. 
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toward events in Poland, and the extent of their influence on Chinese politics and the 

elaboration of Chinese policy, especially in the sphere of labor. To these ends, I make 

use of the argument advanced by Gilbert Rozman that socialism tends to pose a similar 

set of issues to its practitioners; hence, the Polish situation presented itself to the Chinese 

leadership as a “mirror” for China, reflecting in an exacerbated form problems and 

tensions also to be found in the PRC.” 

From its inception, Chinese coverage of the Polish crisis exhibited a duality of 

purpose. On the one hand, Chinese reporting treated Poland as an external matter of 

interest in the foreign policy realm, providing a descriptive account of developments. 

On the other hand, it soon became evident that the Chinese regime was making use of 

the Polish troubles as an indirect way of presenting an internal critique of political 

processes on the Chinese domestic scene. Poland became a vehicle through which 

Chinese reporting, by means of implicit analogy, identified internal domestic problems 

and sought to legitimate its own domestic policies. In general, Chinese analysts have 

treated events in Poland as a sort of case study in socialism gone astray with consequent 

“lessons,” to use the phrase of Deng Xiaoping, for the articulation of Chinese policy. 

Over the course of the decade, three themes, which are not entirely internally consistent 

and may well reflect factional divisions within the Chinese leadership have been stressed 

in analyses of Poland: (1) the Polish situation indicates the necessity of political stability, 

the maintenance of Party leadership and socialism; (2) events in Poland illustrate the 

imperative nature of economic reform; and (3) political unrest in Poland is largely a 

product of economic causes, specifically price inflation and net decline in the citizenry’s 

standard of living. Since the fall of 1989, h owever, the imagery of the Polish analogy has 

been somewhat eclipsed by the dramatic evolution of events elsewhere in Eastern 

Europe and the Soviet Union. The Chinese leadership’s former preoccupation with 

Poland has been partially superceded by a generalized obsession with the scope of 

political change throughout the communist bloc. Nonetheless, that the present Chinese 

leadership has adamantly rejected the political reforms chosen by Poland (along with her 

Soviet and East European neighbors) in no way mitigates, but rather in some ways 

intensifies, the relevance of the Polish analogy. Poland is still a “lesson” for China, but 

the evolution of events in Poland is interpreted as primarily a lesson by negative 

example, indicating the abandonment of the Marxist-Leninist path. 

The Chinese Reaction to Solidarity: 1980-1981 

When labor unrest erupted in Poland in 1980, the state ofchinese-Polish relations was 

formally correct but distant, largely as a consequence of Poland’s close ties to the Soviet 

Union. Party to party relations had been severed in the 1960s and several decades had 

passed since either side had sponsored a high-ranking official on a state visit. None- 

theless, the Chinese press responded to the initial crisis with a detailed coverage that was 

circumspect, factual, and to a considerable extent non-judgmental. From its onset, 

Chinese reporting emphasized the socio-economic roots of the Polish crisis, tracing 

labor unrest to structural causes. A Renmin Ribao article appearing on September 3, 

1980, noted the existence of “serious political and economic difficulties” as the funda- 

3. See Gilbert Rozman, A Mirrorfor Soczalimz: Soviet Criticisms of China (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1985); and Gilbert Rozman, The Chinese Deb& Abou/ &u&l Socialism. 1978-1985 (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1987). 



“The Polish Lesson: ” China and Poland 1980-l 990 261 

mental reason for the outbreak of the strikes.4 Subsequent reports continued to refine 

this analysis, attributing worker unrest to such factors as economic mismanagement, 

inflation, foreign debt, the lack of democracy in public life, and bureaucratism and 

corruption within the Polish United Workers’ Party (PUWP).” Chinese reporting 

tended to treat the emergence of Solidarity with some sympathy, seen as an under- 

standable reaction of desperate workers to grim political and social realities. 

That the Chinese leadership took the Polish situation as serious business, however, 

was indicated by an internal circular of November 25, 1980.6 Issued by the Propaganda 

Department of the Provincial Party Committee of an unnamed province, its title- 

“Background Reference Material No. 17-Once Again on the Polish Affair”- 

indicated that it was not the first directive on the topic. Three main causes of the Polish 

situation were identified: errors in economic policy, in which the Polish people bore the 

brunt of the burden; popular dissatisfaction with the corruption of the Party leadership; 

and a Polish crisis of self-respect resulting from the subordination of the Polish state to 

the Soviet Union. 

While the tenor of the circular’s appraisal did not depart from that being put forward 

in the mass press at the time, it went substantially farther in giving detailed information 

about the political, economic, and social situation in Poland and the extent of popular 

alienation from the regime. Although acknowledging that “the significance and 

influence of the Polish affair were enormous and reached well beyond the boundaries of 

the Polish nation,” the circular refrained from drawing explicit parallels between Polish 

and Chinese conditions.’ Nonetheless, the potential for comparison was not likely to 

have been lost on the Chinese reader. The circular’s discussion of Polish popular dis- 

satisfaction with the low standard of living and endemic shortages in the purchase of 

consumer goods invited a direct comparison to the Chinese situation in which industrial 

wages in state industry in 1980 still lagged behind 1956 1evels.s The circular also risked 

invoking embarrassing regional comparisons in raising the question of dismal Polish 

economic performance in comparison to the capitalist economies of Finland and Austria: 

The Polish people have put forth a very rational question: if in countries like Finland 

and Austria which lack raw materials, their people enjoy a good standard of living 
and do not have to stand in long queues at butchers’ shops to purchase meat, then 
why is it that in Poland, which has its own industries and plentiful resources and rich 
and fertile farmland, the people do not live well at all.’ 

Chinese citizens-and their leaders-by the late 1970s were similarly asking why 

their standard of living lagged so far behind most of their capitalist East Asian 

neighbors, most notably the long-time arch-enemy Taiwan. Moreover, the circular’s 

identification of Poland’s political problems, e.g. corruption and special privileges 

within the Party, a lack of democratic mechanisms for popular consultation, and the low 

level of Party prestige among the working class, simply tended to reproduce a litany of 

4. Renmm Ribao, September 3, 1980, p. 7; in Fore&n Broadcast Informatmn &r&e, Dady Report- People’s Republic 
qf China (hereafter FBIS-CHI), September 5, 1980, pp. HZ-3. 

5. See, for example, Renmzn Ribao, November 12, 1980, p. 7 in FBIS-CHI, November 14, 1980, p. H13; 
and Xtnhua, December 18, 1980 in FLUS-CHI, December 19, pp. Hl-2. 

6. This circular was reprinted in the Hong Kong journal Qishi Nzandai (The Sew&x). See Quhi Niandai, 
No. 135, April 1981, pp. 35-40 in FBIS-CHZ, April 16, 1981, pp. Wl-10. 

7. Ibid., p. W8. 
8 Andrew G. Walder, “The R emaking of the Chinese Working Class, 1949- 1981,” Modern China, 

Vol. 10, No. 1 (January, 19841, p. 43. 
9. FBIS-CHI, op. cit., note 6, p. W2. 
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abuses well-known in China in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, openly 

recognized by reformers in the Party leadership. Yet if readers of the circular were 

meant to conclude that Poland was a warning to China, they were also directed to a set 

of policies being undertaken by the Polish leadership-Party rectification, raising wage 

levels, expansion of the decision-making power of enterprises, democratization, etc.- 

that paralleled those being introduced in China under the regime of Deng Xiaoping. By 

implication, reform was the key to the resolution of Poland’s troubles and the preventi- 

tive to guard against the transmission of the “Polish disease” onto Chinese soil. 

Chinese coverage on Poland made an abrupt shift in emphasis in December, 1980, as 

Soviet troops amassed on the Polish border and international speculation increased 

about the possibility of a Soviet armed intervention into Poland.‘” Chinese com- 

mentary, which had previously focused on the domestic implications of the Polish crisis 

for Polish society, now began to dwell on Poland as a foreign policy issue, illustrating the 

hegemonistic ambitions of the Soviet empire. Drawing analogies to the Czechoslovakian 

crisis of 1968 or, less commonly, to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the 

Chinese railed against the prospect of a Soviet military invasion as a violation of 

international law and the principle of Polish sovereignty. Chinese press coverage, in an 

explicit rejection of the notion of the Brezhnev Doctrine, reiterated that the Polish crisis, 

whatever its manifestations, remained an internal affair to be resolved only through the 

united efforts of the Polish people and the Polish state. l 1 
Although its militant tone abated when the conjectured Soviet military intervention 

failed to materialize by late December, 1980, the Chinese press continued to maintain 

a wary watch over the Soviet role in Poland. The wholly unacceptable spectre of Soviet 

tanks converging on Poland no doubt contributed to the Chinese stance that the 

resolution of the Polish crisis was inherently a Poland affair and hence, by implication, 

somewhat immune to the moralizing appraisals of outsiders. Nonetheless, Chinese 

reporting on Poland began to assume a less neutral tone in the opening months of 1981, 

increasingly sympathetic as time went on to the perceived trials and tribulations of the 

beleaguered Polish leadership and more openly critical of the progression of strikes and 

demonstrations wracking Polish society. As reported by Xinhua correspondent Jing 

Wuwu in a dispatch from Poland on September 1, 1981: 

Poland needs stability and reform. This is the common aspiration of the broad masses 
and of the Polish people, the working class and the Polish authorities. The Gdansk 

agreement was the result oftransforming this aspiration into action. Since the signing 

of the agreement a year ago, the Polish authorities have adopted measures for 
stabilizing the social and economic situation at home and for introducing political 
and economic reform The ongoing social turbulence and complicated social 
contradictions have aggravated Poland’s political situation and pushed the hard- 
pressed economy closer to the brink of collapse. At present, more and more people 
in Poland are fed up with the social turbulence. I2 

10. Soviet actions at this time are discussed in detail in Sidney I. Ploss, Moscow and the Polish Crzsu (Boulder: 

Westview Press, 1986), pp. 37-52. 
11. See, for example, FBIS-CHI, December 8, 1980, p. Cl; Xinhua, December 6, 1980 in FBIS-CHI, 

December 9, 1980, p. HZ; Xinhua, December 11, 1980 in FBIS-CHI, December 11, 1980, pp. Cl - 2; Renmin 

Rzbao. December 11. 1980 in FEIS-CHI, December 12, 1980, pp. Hl-2; FBIS-CHI, December 19, 1980, pp. 

Hl-2; and Honxqi, No. 24, December 16, 1980, 9 in FBIS-CfiI, December 29, 1980, pp. C3m4. 

12. Xinhua, September 1, 1981 in FBI.5CHI, September4, 1981, pp. Hl-2; seealsoXinhua, December 10, 

1981 in FBI.5CHZ, December 16, 1981, pp. H2-4. 
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Poland as a Factor on the Internal Chinese Scene 

The shift in the Chinese line on Poland can be explained in part as a consequence of a 

Party Work Conference held from December 16-25, 1980, in which reformers in the 

Communist Party suffered a serious setback at the hands of more conservative elements 

who managed to place a moratorium on reform efforts and pushed for a return to 

Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy in the ideological sphere. In retrospect, it appears that such 

tolerance as was extended to Solidarity in the late summer and autumn of 1980 can be 

attributed to a combination of indecision on the part of the leadership and the then 

ascendance of the reformist, liberalizing wing of the CPC (Communist Party of China) 

which sought to expand democratization and move toward a more pluralist conception 

of political authority in the PRC and sought to restrict the monopoly control tra- 

ditionally exercised by the Party. 

Hardliners and reformers alike, however, had cause to view with concern the 

incidences of labor unrest that erupted in China in 1980- 198 1. According to diplomatic 

sources in Beijing, 20-30 demonstrations and strikes occurred in the autumn of 1980.13 

In particular, significant cases of labor unrest were reported in both the foreign and the 

domestic regional press in the industrial cities of Wuhan and Taiyuan in which workers’ 

grievances culminated in demands for the establishment of free trade unions.14 

Additional worker strikes were reported in 1980-1981 at the Anshan steelworks in 

Manchuria, in Shanghai, in Kunming, and, in a sort of ripple effect of disturbances in 

Wuhan and Taiyuan, throughout Hubei and Shanxi provinces.15 Coal miners, tool- 

and-die makers, and workers in the chemical industry were further reported to have 

demanded unions independent of state and Party control.‘6 Instances of labor unrest 

were apparently largely a function of economic causes, reflecting workers’ discontent 

with the material circumstances of their lives. Admitting the existence of labor dis- 

turbances in China, an April, 1981, editorial in Beijiq Review attributed labor unrest to 

worker dissatisfaction with wage increases, bonuses, and housing.17 In at least one 

case, however, the call for an independent union was paired with the articulation of 

explicitly political, rather than economic, demands. As reported in the Taiyuan Daily, a 

“minority of workers” at the Taiyuan steel mill, labelling themselves “the poorest 

workers in the world,” called for “breaking down the rusted door of socialism,” the 

right to decide their own fate, the end to dictatorship, and the overthrow of the system 

of political bureaucracy.” 

While relatively candid in acknowledging its existence, the Chinese leadership pre- 

13. New York Times, April 14, 1981, p, 5. 
14. For a discussion ofstrikes in Wuhan, see The Gnes, lanuary 30, 1981, p. 6; The Guardian, ]anuary 30, 

1981, p. 8;AFPin FEZS, 20 February, 1981, p. Hl; AFPin FBIS,‘J 
_ 

anuary 29, 1981, p. Pl. For a discussion 
of strikes in Taivuan see AFP in FBIS, March 3, 1981, p. Rl; ?%e T’ lmes, March 5. 1981. p. 8; and The 

Washington Post, April 30, 1981, p. A30. 
15. For reports of other strikes in the PRC, see Survey of World Broadcas/s (hereafter SWB) FE/67151 

Bl l/4-6, May 5, 1981; Christian ScienceMonitor, February 24, 1981, p. 14; Los An&es Times, November 19, 
1981, p. 1; China Daily, October 8, 1981, in FBIS, October 9, 1981, p. Ql. 

16. Los An$es Times, November 19, 1981, p. 1. 
17. An Zhiguo, “On the Question of Disturbances Created By A Small Number of‘ People,” Be&ng 

Review, No. 15, April 13, 1981, p. 3. I n a related vein, Chen Yu, a Vice-Chairman of the ACFTU, acknow- 
ledged in a 1981 press conference that workers in a heavy machinery plant in Taiyuan, separated from their 
families for as long as 12 years, had stopped work in February in order to demand an increase in maximum 
home leave. The workers were subsequently successful in raising their home leave from 20 to a possible 60 days 
of home leave twice a year. See The Washin@on Post, April 30, 1981, p. A30. 

18. See AFPin FBZS, March 3, 1981, p. Rl; and The Times, March 5, 1981, p. 8. 
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dictably responded with harsh condemnation to evidence of labor unrest, seeking to 

minimize its impact as the infrequent activity of a small number of people. Particular 

venom was reserved for the attempts to establish independent trade unions which were 

denounced as an affront to the leading rule of the Party as the representative of the 

proletariat in Chinese society. For Chinese leaders, moreover, who were ever cognizant 

of the political anarchy of the Cultural Revolution years, spontaneous efforts to set up 

independent unions tended to be viewed as a dangerous threat to China’s fragile 

political stability. Thus, the C~~n~~an~ Z&G& warned that “a small number of people 

who wish to throw the nation into chaos are attempting to break away from the leader- 

ship of the Party and to form so-called free trade unions. “19 All China Federation of 

Trade Unions (ACFTU) Vice-Chairman Chen Yu explicitly harkened back to the 

Cultural Revolution decade in blaming the effort to create trade unions independent of 

the Party as a “movement inspired by a relative few influenced by the thinking of the 

gang of four.“2” 

Although episodes of labor unrest in China were, as the Chinese authorities 

accurately stressed, restricted in number and impact, such direct evidence of Polish- 

style activity presumably gave the leadership additional cause to question the wisdom of 

its original non-committal position on the Polish issue. Apprehension over the possi- 

bility of a Polish-style situation spreading to China was voiced by several members of the 

Standing Committee of the Politburo in late 1980 and 1981. During this period, 

Western and Hong Kong sources attributed remarks to Party Chairman Hu Yaobang 

in which he was quoted as stating that China might be hit by internal dissensions similar 

to those in Poland, that China’s domestic problems were like a pile of dry kindling in 

which a single match could start a blaze, and that the Chinese regime needed to restore 

its authority quickly and solve its current crisis of confidence so as to stave off any 

situation similar to that prevailing in Poland. 21 After meeting with Li Xiannian, Vice- 

Chairman of the CCP in July, 1981, Simone Veil, the president of the European 

Parliament, commented to Reuters that Li had compared the conditions of China with 

those of Poland, noting that if China could not carry out its current economic re- 

ad.justment, it too would run the same risk of difficulties.22 Also in July, 1981, Deng 

Xiaoping presented his own thoughts on the Polish situation, which can be taken in 

hindsight as a vintage capsulation of his political priorities: “There is a complicated 

social and historical background to the Poland issue. We have to draw lessons from it. 

One of the lessons is that we must maintain Party leadership and the socialist 

system.“2Zi 

A recognition by China’s leaders of the threat posed by the Polish crisis, however, did 

not translate into consensual agreement on what sort of remedies to seek to apply. 

Nowhere did the challenge of Solidarity loom as large on the Chinese political scene than 

with respect to the elaboration of a trade union policy. Even prior to the rise of Solidarity 

the regime had been seeking to set the unions on a path of reform that would rescue them 

19 AFP,January 28, 1981 in FRIS,J anuary 29, 1981, p. Pl. Fur a slightly different discussion nfC:hen’s 
comments see ?iie Guardian, January 30, 1981. p. 8; and The Times, _January 30, 1981, p. 6. 

20. Wushizyzglon Post, April 30, 1981. p_ A30. 
21. Ai?‘,,January 28. 1981 in FBGCHf, January 29, 1981, p. Pl; Zheqn/r~n,~, No. 40, February 1. 1980, 

p. 71 in,/& fubllcations Rem& Smite (hereafterG/llEL~, No. 77590, March 16, 1980, p. 6: .4l;p, March 3, 
1981 in FBIS-CHI, March 3, 1981, p. Rl. This statement is also repeated in 7%~ ?i’mes. March 5, 1981, p. 8. 

22 %ilcn,~ Mief, No. 10, October 1, 1981, pp. 26-29, inJf’b?S, No. 79689, December 18, 1081, p 72. 

23. Ryosei Kokubun. “‘l‘he Politics of Foreign Economic Policy-Making in China,” op. cu , note 1, p. 30. 
Kukuhull fbrther wtrs that this quotr is absent from Drng’s Se/e&d Works. 



“The Polish Lesson: ” China and Poland 1980-1990 265 

from their dismal heritage of slavish submission to the Party. In this context, the rise of 
Solidarity, accompanied by the scattered attempts to form independent trade unions in 
China, minimal as they were, served as a further prod to these efforts. As pointed out 
by Liao Gailong, a close (although more liberal) associate of Deng in a report delivered 
to high ranking cadres in October, 1980: 

We all know what happened in Poland. If we do not change our course, the same 

things will happen to us. Will the working class not rise in rebellion? Therefore, our 
trade unions and mass organizations must be thoroughly reformed and the masses of 
workers must be allowed to enjoy freedom and democracy in electing their own trade 
union leaders and officials of their leading bodies so that the masses of workers will 
be able to form their own trade unions.‘4 

To these ends, reformers sought to restructure authority relations to enable the unions 
to possess an independent operational independence and the ability to represent the 
interests of the workers without falling prey to charges of “economism” and 
‘ ‘ syndicalism. ” 

In a related vein, a series of reform proposals circulated in the latter half of 1980 
sought to enhance worker participation in the enterprise through the establishment of 
workers’ congresses, representative meetings of enterprise staff and workers. Such 
proposals, set forth by reform minded intellectuals and given prominent play in Renmin 

Ribao and Chinese economic journals, envisioned a tripartite division of powers between 
the Party, the management and the workers’ congresses in the enterprise. In their most 
liberal incarnation, these reform proposals went so far as to suggest that the workers’ 
congresses replace the Party as the repository of policy authority over enterprise 
operations, somewhat along the lines of the Yugoslav model.2” It is notable, however, 
that a discussion of the role of the unions and their relationship to the congresses was 
conspicuously absent in these proposals. 26 Possibly, proponents of this approach found 
the congresses, which were organized solely as self-contained units at the level of the 
enterprise, a less threatening avenue for democratization than the nationally constituted 
unions, or perhaps the emergence of Solidarity rendered the unions too politically 
sensitive a topic for scrutiny. In fact, members of an Italian labor delegation visiting 
China in August, 1980, reported that Chinese labor leaders were following the Polish 
workers’ strikes with “sympathy and great attention.“27 

Labor policy was an item on the agenda at the Central Committee Work Conference 
in December, 1980, which issued a set of instructions on trade union work. The instruc- 
tions reveal a compromise of sorts between reformers and conservatives insofar as 
“leftism” in trade union work, identified as a pernicious disregard for the material 
interests of the workers, was condemned and the past repudiation of trade union leaders 
as “economist” and “syndicalist” was acknowledged as erroneous2’ Nonetheless, the 

24. Chtshih Nian/ai, No. 134 (March, 1981) in FBZS-CHZ, March 15, 1981, p. Ul I. For remarks on Liao 
Gailons’s relationship to Deng Xiaoping, see Andrew J, Nathan, “Chinese Democracy in 1989: Continuity 
and Change,” Problems ofCommunism (September-October, 1989), p, 18. 

25. See, for example, Tian Fang et al., Jinii Yoanjiu, No. 3 (1981), pp. 28-35; Jinzgi Cuanli. No. 4 (198!), 
pp. 42-44; Ma Hong, Rentrun Nibao, November 20, 1980, p. 5; Jiang Yiwei,Jin&i Cluanli, No. 11 (1980), 
pp. 14-22; and Wang h~en~kui,~~~~~ Yan~ru, No. 1 (1981), pp. 37-44. 

26. Wang Menkui, for example, dedicated three senttnces in his discussion ofenterprzse rctorm to what he 
refers TO as the “problem of the unions.” ibid., p. 44. 

27. AFP, August 22, 1980 III FBIS, August 22, 1980, p. HI; and SWB FE6506; A212, August 23, 1980. 
28. Hence, Li Lisan and Lai Ruoyu, two trade union chairman of the 1950s who were purged from their 

posts, were posthumously rehabilitated alorlg with their policies, now identified as having been correct all 
along. 
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conference document made it clear that the sanctioning of a greater operational inde- 

pendence for the unions did not in any way indicate a dissolution of the ties binding the 

unions to the Party. Similarly, the conference put a definitive stop to the reform 

proposals suggesting an expanded role for the workers’ congresses. The “Provisional 

Regulations” on the establishment of workers’ congresses issued in June, 1981, were a 

conservative reconfirmation of the status quo in the PRC, essentially resurrecting the 

structures in their pre-Cultural Revolution format. 

Thus, the Central Committee Work Conference served to set the basic parameters for 

system discourse in the PRC, relying upon the time-honored Marxist-Leninist formula 

of combining democracy with centralism. The difference between the Deng Xiaoping 

leadership and its Maoist predecessor lay not in the methodology it employed but in its 

willingness to expand the parameters of legitimate participation, to attempt to redress 

what it perceived to be an imbalance in favour of centralism, to move China further 

along toward the democratic side of the continuum. It appears that the Chinese leader- 

ship, making use of the dialectical framework of Marxism-Leninism, interpreted the 

Polish crisis as conveying a dual message. On the one hand, it indicated the need to 

increase worker support for the regime, both through material concessions and through 

the strengthening of forms of democratization in the workplace, pragmatically con- 

ceived as a means of enhancing workers’ sense of efficacy and identification with the 

system. But on the other hand, the situation in Poland pointed to the imperative need 

not to let events get out of control. Chinese leaders were undoubtedly aware-looking 

back to their own experience in the Hundred Flowers era and abroad to the reform 

efforts of Eastern European states-of the danger of efforts to promote greater pluralism 

in Chinese society and that this could result in the escalation of demands that exceeded 

the parameters of the socialist system. Hence, it was critical to maintain the primacy of 

Marxist-Leninist precepts, and foremost the leading role of the party as the supreme 

arbiter of decision-making in Chinese society. In the eyes of Deng Xiaoping, this was- 

and still remains-the pre-eminent lesson of the Polish crisis for China. 

The Period of Polish Martial Law: 1981-1983 

The Chinese leadership refrained from taking a formal position on the imposition of 

martial law in Poland on December 13, 1981, On December 14, a spokesperson of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a brief statement reiterating China’s often repeated 

stance that Polish affairs should be settled by the Polish people themselves, that China 

resolutely opposed outside interference, and that she hoped that Poland’s problems 

would be solved in accordance with the interests of the state and the people of Poland.2y 

Despite the non-commital reaction presented to the outside world, a Japanese press 

report released in January, 1982, claimed that the Communist Party of China (CPC) 

had issued an internal document for cadre study in late December of 1981, calling upon 

key members of the Party to let the Polish situation be a “valuable lesson for them” and 

to analyse its causes, which indicated its support of the martial law regime of General 

Jaruzelski and promised continued Chinese aid to Poland.s” Indeed, as the year of 1982 

progressed, Chinese press coverage increasingly came to convey an implicit support for 

the Polish regime. In an assessment of the first year of martial law in Poland, Xinhua 

29. Beijing Domestic Service, December 15, 1981 inJPRS, No. 79808, January 6, 1982, p. 2 

30. AFP, January 11, 1982 in FBI.5CHI, ,January 13, 1982, p. Hl. 



“The Polish Lesson: ” China and Poland 1980-1990 267 

commented on the positive achievements of the Polish leadership in beginning to resolve 

Poland’s economic, political, and social difficulties, optimistically concluding, in a 

remark reminiscent of American policy-makers during the Vietnam war, that “a dim 

light has been seen at the end of the tunne1.“31 

By the time the PUWP lifted martial law in July, 1983, Sino-Polish relations had 

become noticably warmer with both sides expressing an interest in expanding relations, 

especially in the economic sphere. A sports cooperation agreement signed in May, 1983, 

for example, signalled the renewal of sports exchanges after a 20 year suspension. 

Whatever their formal stance on Polish martial law, China’s leaders apparently con- 

veyed their support to the PUWP in private during this era: such, at least, was the 

implication of subsequent remarks by Polish officials who took pains to express their 

thanks to China for her support and understanding during Poland’s time of troubles.32 

Thus, the Renmin Ribao retrospective of the Polish crisis published after the end of Polish 

martial law came down squarely on the side of the PUWP, drawing upon General 

Jaruzelski’s depiction of the Polish situation as a “state of war” characterized by 

irreconcilable contradictions between the state and Solidarity.3” 

As Chinese commentary on Poland moved toward closer identification with the 

PUWP’s position, less mention was made of problems within the PUWP as an under- 

lying cause of the Polish crisis and more blame was directed toward Solidarity. The 

Dengist assessment that eventually prevailed-and that presaged the subsequent 

evolution of events in China-came to view the imposition of martial law as a justifiable 

response to attempts to pull down the edifice of socialism. The implicit message for 

internal consumption was unequivocal: the maintenance of the leading role of the Party 

and social stability were prerequisites to the implementation of reform and the preserva- 

tion of socialism. These preoccupations were further reflected in the development of 

labor policy. The Polish crisis apparently was a decisive factor in the leadership’s 

decision to remove the clause guaranteeing the “freedom to strike” from the revised 

1982 constitution. As a practical measure the action had little significance but China’s 

leaders apparently feared-with reason-that discontented workers could seize upon 

the phrase as providing a constitutional mandate for their actions. Significantly, the 

“freedom to strike” clause was ignored in the midst of a criticism movement that 

culminated in the eradication of the “four big-freedoms” from the constitution in 1980 

and did not come under attack until after the founding of Solidarity.34 Similarly, the 

spectre of Solidarity was discernable in the treatment of the unions. Leadership sensi- 

tivity over free trade unions and support for Solidarity on the part of workers and union 

cadres alike was still in evidence in late 1983 when Li Xiannian chose the occasion of the 

Tenth ACFTU Congress to reprimand Solidarity as an example of sham trade unionism 

(‘jia gonghui thuyi) and to castigate those who sympathized with Lech Walesa in the 

PRC.“’ Although the revised trade union constitution of 1983 granted for the first time 

31. Xinhua, December 21, 1982 in FBIS-CHI, December 22, 1982, pp. H2-3. 
32. See, for example, the statement of the Polish ambassador to the PRC in July, 1984, the statement of the 

former Polish Prime Minister Jozef Cyrankiewicz on his visit to China in August, 1985, and the statement of 
Roman Malinowski, Marshall of the Polish parliament, on his visit to China in June, 1986. Xinhua, July 19, 
1984 in FBI.%CHI, July 20, 1984, p. HI; X. h m ua, August 9, 1985 in FBIS-CHZ, August 13, 1985, p. Hl; and 
Xinhua, June 6, 1986 in FBIS-CHZ, June 11, 1986, p. Hl. 

33. Renmin Ribao, July 23, 1983, in FBIS-CHI, July 25, 1983, pp. H2-4. 
34. The “four big freedoms” consisted of the right of citizens to speak out freely, to air their views fully, 

hold great debates, and write big character posters. 
35. Zhongbao, February 20, 1984, p. 2. Li’s comments about Poland are omitted from the official transcript 

of the proceedings of the conference. See Zhongguo Gonghui Dzshici Quanguo Daibum Zhuyao Wenjian (Beijing: 
Gongren Chubanshe, 1983). 



to the unions the right to carry out their designated tasks in the enterprise “inde- 

pendently,” this constitutional guarantee was in no way meant to preclude the over- 

arching principle of Party leadership over union operations, prominently set out in the 

first sentence of the document.“6 Even so, a continued concern over the potential of the 

unions to seek an organizational existence independent of the guiding hand of the Party 

was evident in the 1984 regulations issued by the ACFTU specifying that “national, 

transregional, and transindustrial mass activities should by all means be dis- 

couraged.“37 Presumably, this was a decision, as with others, that was made by the 

Chinese leadership against the backdrop of the Polish events. 

The Normalization of Sino-Polish Relations: 1984- 1988 

During this period, the Chinese leadership relaxed its vigilant appraisal of the Polish 

domestic scene and began to concentrate on the development of bilateral relations with 

Poland. Attempts by the Chinese leadership to seek a rapprochement with Eastern 

European states, which had been initiated in the early 198Os, were accelerated by the 

growing cordiality of Sino-Soviet relations, reflected in the visit of Soviet First Deputy 

Premier Ivan Arkhipov to China in December 1984. For their part, the Poles no longer 

found themselves operating under former constraints with the coming to power of 

Mikhail Gorbachev in the Soviet Union. Rather, Gorbachev chose to give the Eastern 

Europeans a green light to pursue ties with the Chinese, serving as the precursors to the 

Soviet Union in the normalization of relations. Under these conditions, Sino-Polish 

relations developed rapidly with Poland taking the lead in a somewhat competitive 

contest that emerged between the East Germans, the Poles, the Czechs, and the 

Hungarians to establish tangible political, economic, and cultural ties to the PRC. A 

Sino-Polish agreement for economic and technological cooperation was signed in 1984 

followed by the visit of Vice-Foreign Minister, Ernest Kucza, the highest ranking Polish 

official to visit China in over 20 years. Beginning in 1984, as well, the Polish and Chinese 

Ministers of Foreign Affairs initiated annual talks at the United Nations General 

Assembly. In 1985, Polish Vice-Minister J. Obodewski and Chinese Vice Minister 

Chen Jie exchanged visits in connection with the development of trade and economic 

relations. An exchange visit of Chinese and Polish parliamentary delegations in 1985 

and 1986 set the stage for the visit of Polish leader Wojciech Jaruzelski in September, 

1986. Narrowly beating the October, 1986, state visit of East German leader Erich 

Honnecker, Jaruzelski’s 46 hour sojourn in Bei.jing (between state visits to Mongolia 

and North Korea) was interpreted to signify the normalization of Sino-Polish relations. 

Although titled a “working” or “non-official” visit, Jaruzelski managed to meet with 

an impressive array of senior Chinese officials including Hu Yaobang, Zhao Ziyang, Li 

Xiannian, and Deng Xiaoping. The text of the press communique on Jaruzelski’s visit 

labelled relations between the two countries as “friendly”, indicating the admiration 

expressed by each side for the domestic achievements of the other.“s 

Sino-Polish relations were further cemented in 1987 by the reciprocal visit to Poland 

of Acting General Secretary of the CCP and Premier Zhao Ziyang in June. Zhao’s visit 

to Poland, his first stop on a five-nation tour of Eastern Europe, was met with an 

enthusiastic reception on the part of the Poles, with Jaruzelski himself calling it an event 

36. %hwqsuo Gmyhui Dishb, p. 5 1. 
37. Xinhua, Ikxrnbrr 27, 1984 inJPRS-CEA, No. 85-008, January 26, 1985, p. 123 
38. Xinhua, September 30, 1986 in FBIS-CHZ, October 1, 1986, p. Hl-2. 
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of “international significance” and the “opening of a new chapter of Polish-Chinese 
ties. “3g Downplaying their differences in the international sphere, both sides sought to 
highlight their commonalities as reform-minded practitioners of socialism. Throughout 
1987, in fact, Polish and Chinese officials conferred on the dynamics of the reform 
process, stressing their desire to expand forms of economic cooperation and learn from 
the experience of the other. Progress in developing further ties was indicated by the 
signing of a series of cooperative and technological agreements, on judicial cooperation 
in civil and criminal affairs, on cooperation between the foreign ministries of both 
countries and the opening of consular offices, by the exchange visits of the Polish and 
Chinese foreign ministers, and by the development of direct Party to Party linkages 
between the Central Committees of the PUWP and the CPC. 

This pattern of bilateral exchanges of high-ranking officials continued in Sino-Polish 
relations through 1988. In June, Polish Prime Minister Zbigniew Messner paid a state 
visit to China which resulted in the signing of several bilateral agreements including a 
longtime cooperative program in the areas of the economy, trade, science, and tech- 
nology. Shared experience in economic reform ranked high on the agenda for dis- 
cussion, with the Poles expressing a particular interest in the establishment of Sino- 
Polish joint ventures and in the Chinese experience with the development of special 
economic zones as a means of stimulating foreign investment. Messner’s trip was 
followed in October by the official goodwill visit to Poland of Qao Shi, a member of the 
Standing Committee of the Politburo and the Secretariat of the Central Committee of 
the CPC. 

Despite the official aura of bonhomie, signs of uneasiness were beginning once again 
to be apparent in Sino-Polish relations by the end of 1988, reflecting the intrusion of 
domestic factors into the foreign policy realm. The rapid development of Sino-Polish 
relations in the first years after 1984 took place in an atmosphere of relative domestic 
tranquility for both sides. The Solidarity movement in Poland seemed to have been 
crushed by the imposition of martial law and the first years of economic reform had 
brought increased prosperity to the majority of Chinese citizens, urban as well as rural. 
Under these circumstances, Chinese leaders were less preoccupied than previously with 
the implications of the Polish internal situation for Chinese domestic policy. This 
period, however, proved to be shortlived. By the mid-1980s, it was becoming apparent 
that the regime’s program of political and economic reform, conceived within circum- 
scribed limits, was insufficient to appease societal demands, at least among selected 
elites. The student demonstrations of December, 1986-January, 1987, raised an 
explicit challenge to regime policy in calling for the acceleration of reform and societal 
liberalization. Reportedly, Deng Xiaoping evoked the Polish situation in December, 
1986, when he issued instructions to Hu Yaobang on how to handle the demonstrators 
noting: “If worst comes to worst, we will impose military control just as the Polish are 
doing. “40 Hu’s handling of the students, however, proved insufficiently militant to 
placate Deng, who decided to jettison his erstwhile protegee as General Secretary of the 
Party. The consequent reshufff ing of leadership positions, with Li Peng replacing Zhao 
Ziyang as Premier, and Zhao assuming the post of General Secretary of the CPC proved 
to be only a temporary solution to the problem of increasing rifts within the leadership 
between reformers and conservatives. 

39. Renmin Ribao,June 3, 1987, in F3Z.SCHZ, June 5, 1987, Il. p. 
40. Chins Pm, No. 142, May 10, 1989 in FEZS-CHZ, May 15, 1989, p. 30 
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Societal stability, moreover, was further being eroded by the inability of the industrial 

reform movement, launched with high hopes in 1984, to attain equivalent successes to 

those which had earlier been attained in the countryside. China proved to be susceptible 

to the same array of maladies that had long beset Eastern European economic reform 

efforts, manifest in rising rates of inflation and an increased differentiation of incomes 

that was widely perceived as illegitimate in the eyes of a citizenry that had been the 

recipients of decades of egalitarian ideology. Although modest by prevailing standards 

elsewhere in the third world, price inflation, ushered in by the marketizing impetus of 

the industrial reforms, began to erode, and in a significant number of cases, outstrip, 

increases in wages. By 1988, price inflation was reported at 18.5 per cent, although 

unofficial estimates were considerably higher.41 According to Wang Houde, a Vice- 

Chairman of the ACFTU, over 50 per cent of urban families were likely to have suffered 

a decline in real income in 1988 with 25-30 per cent ofworkers in China only able to live 

a life of subsistence.42 Although egalitarian methods of wage distribution were still 

deeply embedded in the predominant state sector of the economy, Chinese workers and 

staff had become acutely conscious of the widening gap in wages between the state and 

the private sector where it was not unusual for private entrepreneurs to procure incomes 

many times in excess of the average of those employed by the state.43 Even similar jobs 

could vary substantially in remuneration: bus drivers, for example, were reported to be 

earning one-tenth the income of taxi cab drivers operating in the private sector.44 

Moreover, efforts by the state to place a cap on wage differentials by legislative means 

appear to have been largely unsuccessful.4” 

The material hardships imposed upon the working class, combined with a sense of 

injustice over the inequities generated by the reforms, contributed to a growing activism 

amongst China’s workers. Whereas workers had been largely passive observers during 

the student demonstrations of December, 1986-January, 1987, by 1987 they were 

becoming more vocal in articulating their own largely material demands through the 

medium of the strike. By 1987 strikes and industrial go-slows were on the increase in 

China. According to figures provided by the ACFTU, 97 strikes took place in China in 

1987 and over 100 in 1988, the largest involving 1500 workers in a textile mill in 

Zhejiang province and the longest a three month walkout by 1100 workers in a medical 

appliance factory in the north-west of China. 46 Union officials candidly attributed 

strikes to tensions unleashed by the economic reforms, citing discontent over price rises 

and present wage levels, problems in wage distribution and perceptions of unfair 

differentials in remuneration, and infringements upon workers’ rights as the main 

reasons for strikes.47 

41. AFP, February 3, 1989 in FBIS-CHZ, February 4, 1989, p. 47. 
42. FBIS-CHI, March 30, 1989, p. 23. These figures on the decline in urban ~ncomr are higher than the 
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43. See Jiang Zemin, “Diligently Abolish the Phenomenon ofUnfair Distribution in Society,” Qiushi, No. 

12, June 16, 1989, p. 5. 
44. Gongren Ribao, July 8, 1988, p. 3. 
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As fate would have it, the development of strains in the Chinese economic reform 

movement coincided in 1988 with the outbreak of strikes in Poland and the resurgence 

of Solidarity as a force to be reckoned with on the Polish political scene. The renewed 

sensitivities ofthe Chinese leadership to Poland were further activated in the fall of 1988 

when the PUWP announced its decisions to begin round-table talks with Solidarity. 

Although China refrained from direct criticism, the move met with deep disapproval 

from the orthodox Marxist-Leninists within the CPC leadership. Chinese reporting on 

Poland moved from a focus on bilateral Sino-Polish relations to an intense scrutiny ofthe 

Polish reform process in an obvious attempt to identify lessons for China. China’s 

economic woes paled in comparison to Poland’s, but there could be no denying the 

underlying structural commonalities in the Chinese and Polish reform experience. No 

doubt mirroring the Chinese leadership’s own worst fears, Chinese assessments tended 

to identify a runaway price inflation, the consequence of a failed price reform, as the root 

cause of Polish worker unrest. 48 Chinese sensitivities to worker unrest, moreover, were 

in evidence at the 1 lth Congress of the ACFTU held in October, 1988. Despite the 

increasing strength of the conservatives, the Congress endorsed an unequivocally 

reformist line calling for “drastic changes” for the unions, a greater independence, and 

more authority with an eye to molding them into a sort of interest group along the lines 

of the East European reform experience. 4g Reform forces were also bolstered by the 

sudden appointment of Zhu Houze, a close associate of Hu Yaobang, to the number two 

position in the trade union hierarchy as Vice-President and First-Secretary of the 

ACFTU. With the Solidarity example lurking in the background, Chinese decision- 

makers apparently decided that increased democratization within the ACFTU was 

preferable to attempts to build alternative structures outside of it. 

Diverging Paths: 1989 

1989 was a year of momentous events for both Poland and China. At a crucial juncture 

of decision, however, the Polish and the Chinese leaderships opted for divergent 

strategies in seeking a solution to their political problems. Poland moved in the direction 

of political pluralism with the legalization of Solidarity in April and the subsequent 

scheduling of contested elections over the summer, which resulted in ignominous defeat 

for the PUWP and the formation of a non-communist government with Solidarity 

member Tadeusz Mazowiecki as Prime Minister. In China the aged and insecure 

leadership, unwilling to countenance the development of a mass based movement 

pressing for a greater range of expression selected a military solution to the brief flower- 

ing of the “Beijing Spring.” 

The Chinese leadership’s explicit rejection of the Polish solution, however, did not 

indicate a waning interest in the topic; Poland, rather, seems to have been very much 

on Chinese leaders’ minds in the spring of 1989. Nor was this awareness limited to 

Chinese elites; the urban citizenry as well appears to have possessed an understanding 

of the import of reform efforts underway in Poland, Hungary, and the Soviet Union for 

China. Much has been written with good reason of the Western influence clearly visible 

ACFTU Secretariat in FBZS-CHZ, March 6, 1989, p. 32; and FBZS-CHZ, October 25, 1988, pp. ‘21-22. 
48. See, for example, the reports by Xinhua reporter Wen Youren in Renmln Ribao, May 11, 1988 in FBZS- 
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in the student movement of 1989. But the reform movements in Eastern Europe and the 

Soviet Union possessed a greater immediacy to the Chinese situation as a consequence 

of the structural and ideological commonalities inherent in the socialist experience. 

Mikhail Gorbachev’s visit to Beijing in May aroused considerably more enthusiasm 

than the February trip of George Bush, for Gorbachev offered hope as to the transforma- 

tive possibilities present within socialism. Similarly, the legalization of Solidarity in 

Poland served as a more potent symbol to Chinese than autonomous structures readily 

in evidence in the West. 

The indecision with which the Chinese leadership reacted to the movement that 

evolved after the death of Hu Yaobang on April 15 reflected a paralytic division between 

factions within the CPC as to an appropriate response. As reformers and conservatives 

maneuvered for a position of power, the societal composition of the movement expanded 

from a student base to include representatives from all walks of urban life in Beijing and 

other cities. As May passed, workers joined the demonstrations in increasing numbers 

and sympathy for the demands raised by the students extended well into the ranks of the 

CPC. By May 17, over 1 million people, including students, journalists, blue and white 

collar workers and even cadres from such inner sanctums of Party and state power as the 

propaganda department, the Central Party School, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

took part in a parade in support of the students who had gone on hunger strike. 

The spectacle of mass-based demonstrations confounded and evoked fear amongst 

China’s leaders who by and large adhered to a perspective of democratization that did 

not exceed standard confines of Leninist practice. Chinese leaders, ever conscious of the 

potential reverberations of international events on the domestic scene, were acutely 

aware that Leninist doctrine itself was undergoing a severe if not mortal challenge else- 

where in the socialist bloc. The exigencies of fate located Hu Yaobang’s death the week 

following the legalization of Solidarity and the implications of the latter were lost neither 

on China’s leaders nor its citizens. Speakers seeking to rally demonstrators made 

pointed reference to Solidarity which subsequently served as a model for students and 

the workers in setting up associations independent of Party control.“” Deng Xiaoping 

himself acknowledged the power of the international transmission of ideas in his 

statement that “those people who have been influenced by the freedom elements of 

Yugoslavia, Poland, Hungary, and the Soviet Union have arisen to create turmoil.““’ 

In Deng’s view, moreover, communist party leaderships within these states were to be 

held culpable for the demise of Leninism through their pursuit of a policy of appease- 

ment and accommodation. As Deng noted in late April prior to the release of the 

inflammatory editorial broadcast of April 25 which was repeated in Peofle’s Daily the 

following day: “There have been problems in Poland, Hungary, the Soviet Union, and 

Yugoslavia because the hand of the government was too soft.““’ Moreover, in Deng’s 

view: “Concessions in Poland led to further concessions. The more they conceded, the 

more chaos.“53 Deng’s obsession that the Party not follow the Poles in relinquishing 

control can be seen to constitute the backdrop to his now infamous remark that “even 

if we sacrifice ten to twenty thousand people, we must exercise control over the situation 

of the whole country and get 20 years tranquility in return.“54 For Deng, the relevant 

50. See, for example, comments in AFP, April 19, 1989, in FBIS-CHI, April 20, 1989, p. 14 
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Polish example was the military solution imposed by General Jaruzelski in 1981, not the 
policy of reconciliation that the General came to endorse eight years later. 

That China’s leaders were highly sensitive to the possibility that students and 
inteltectuals would seek a Polish style coalition with workers is indicated by a letter 
written by Party octagenarian Chen Yun to Deng Xiaoping in late April, 1989, in which 
he noted: “We must take strong action to suppress the student movement. Otherwise, 
it will only grow bigger and if the workers join in, the consequences will be un- 
imaginable. “s5 In fact, the escalation of the protests into a mass movement appears to 
have been more in spite of than due to student efforts to broaden the societal basis of par- 
ticipation. Betraying a traditional Chinese elitism, the students initially argued against 
worker participation in the protests. Even at a later date, students refused to allow the 
founders of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Federation to set up their tents near those 
of the students in Tiananmen Square. 56 Nor did students and workers appear to share 
the same political agenda, with workers typically expressing less interest in abstract 
political ideas and more in the material struggles of everyday life than their student 
counterparts. Nonetheless, the mobilization of workers into the movement on a large 
scale clearly upped the political ante for the leadership which sought to defuse worker 
participation through a mixture ofcoercion, persuasion, and outright bribes given in the 
form of bonuses to workers who pledged to stay on the job. The regime, however, 
reserved its harshest words of criticism for the efforts of small groups of workers to 
establish independent trade unions. The best known of these was the Beijing Workers’ 
Autonomous Federation, set up in Beijing on May 19, 1989, which claimed a member- 
ship of 3000 workers. 57 Subsequently, however, the movement spread to other Chinese 
cities. In the short span of several weeks in late May and early June, autonomous unions 
were established in Beijing, Shanghai, Changsha, Hangzhou, Hefei, Hohhot, Guiyang, 
Jinan, Nanchang, Lanzhou, Nanjing, Xian, and Zhengzhou. In some cities, moreover, 
multiple autonomous unions sprang up. 5R Small scale in format and lacking in 
organizational coherence, these groups, which possessed a membership which was 
apparently predominantly male and young, nonetheless posed a clear challenge to the 
positions of both the Party and the ACFTU. In its Provisional Charter the Beijing 
Workers’ Autonomous Federation stressed its intent to operate as an “entirely inde- 
pendent autonomous organization” defining one of its key functions as “monitoring the 
performance of the Chinese Communist Party.” Rejecting the traditional designation 
of the unions as administrators of welfare functions, the BWAF promised as a founding 
principle to “address the political and economic demands of the workers. “5g 

The establishment of independent trade unions, however, was only one indication of 
worker dissatisfaction voiced against the regime; with the continuing breakdown of 
traditional controls, cadres within the ACFTU itself became increasingly emboldened 
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to present their case against the leadership. Journalists from Workers ’ Daily were among 

those who expressed their support for the students’ demands for freedom of the press and 

on the recall of Qin Benli, fired editor of the liberal Shanghai World Economic Herald. The 

publication in Workers’ Daily of an article in praise of Hu Yaobang in April, 1989, 

reportedly so enraged President Yang Shangkun that he pressed for the removal of its 

author or the closure of the paper. 6o Even after the publication of the April 26 editorial 

in People’s Daily that condemned the student movement as illegitimate, the ACFTU 

persisted in issuing a live point statement on May 18 that noted that: 

The vast number of students’ patriotic, democratic and progressive demands for 

promoting democracy and law, combatting corruption and government profiteer- 
ing, and expediting economic and political reforms have received widespread 

sympathy from the working masses. The All-China-Federation of Trade Unions 
strongly urges the principal leading members of the Party Central Committee and 
the State Council to make prompt arrangements for face-to-face dialogue with repre- 

sentatives of students and to take effective measures and actual steps to put an end to 
the students’ hunger strike as soon as possible.6’ 

Similar, but even more strongly worded, statements were issued by provincial level 

trade union committees in Hunan and Shanghai.62 On the same day, moreover, the 

ACFTU donated 100 000 yuan to the Beijing Committee of the Red Cross to be used for 

medical treatment for students on hunger strike.‘j3 

Although the evidence is inconclusive, the leadership’s decision to impose martial law 

on May 20 was possibly spurred on by the growing militancy of China’s workers and 

open signs ofdefiance by the ACFTU. Even before the June 4 crackdown, workers came 

in for harsher treatment at the hands of the regime than the students. On May 20, three 

leaders of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Federation were detained by the police for 

questioning. On June 2, the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Federation was labelled as 

“counterrevolutionary” although it was not formally outlawed until June 8. As a 

journalist noted on the occasion of the arrest of four workers in Shanghai: “These people 

said the same things that the students were saying. Their crime was to be workers rather 

than intellectuals.“64 In fact, it has been the workers, rather than the students or 

intellectuals, who have borne the brunt of regime oppression in the post-Tiananmen 

era. It was the tents of the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Federation which were the first 

target of attack when the PLA forces arrived in Tiananmen Square on June 4, and 

workers have constituted the majority of those who have been detained in its aftermath. 

Conditions of incarceration for members of the working class are more severe than for 

students or intellectuals. Those formally announced as executed have either been 

workers, peasants, or unemployed; no student or intellectual is known to have been 

executed. In large part, these differences in treatment appear to be a function of the 

greater status and superior connections, both domestic and international, of students 

and intellectuals in Chinese society. It would appear, nonetheless, that a residual fear 
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amongst the Chinese leadership of the potential for organized industrial unrest also 

accounts for some of the ferocity displayed in its treatment of the workers.‘j5 

Uneasy Relations: Chinese Links to Poland and the Socialist Bloc Post-Tiananmen 

Whatever the private views of its leaders, the Chinese government responded politely 

and without criticism to the signing of the Polish round-table talks in April, 1989.66 

Such forebearance was reciprocated by the Poles in the aftermath of Tiananmen. While 

Polish students demonstrated and Polish journalists commented extensively on the 

scope of the massacre, the Polish government confined itself to the issuance of a brief 

statement that, although expressing sympathy to the families of those killed, firmly 

stated its neutrality on the issue: 

We hope that current events will have no negative effect on the further development 
of Polish -Chinese relations which have been shapipg extremely well in recent years. 
What happened in Beijing is a great drama of a friendly country. However, we treat 
this as a Chinese internal affair. We believe that the conflicts which have arisen will 

be solved by the Chinese themselves by political means and that caution and realism 
[will] win ,67 

The eagerness of the Polish government to preserve its carefully forged links with the 

PRC has not, however, been sufficient to allay Chinese fears of contamination from 

revisionist sources. In the aftermath ofTiananmen during July-August, 1989, the CPC 

circulated three internal documents critical of events in Poland and Hungary to high 

ranking cadres in state and party positions. 68 From the perspective of the old guard, 

moreover, still worse was yet to come in the autumn of 1989 as Eastern European 

societies set about a course of political transformation that was viewed in Beijing as a 

virtual abandonment of the socialist road. With the overthrow of Nikolai Ceausescu in 

Romania in late December, China found itself in an increasingly isolated position on the 

international scene, forced to seek solace with North Korea, Cuba, and even, to a 

limited extent, Vietnam as remaining defenders of the faith. 

In a diplomatic sense, nonetheless, China has opted for pragmatism over ideological 

purity. Making use of the Dengist precept of “river water not extending into well 

water,” the CPC has endorsed the principle of developing state to state relations with 

revisionists wherever they might reside while acting to preserve socialist orthodoxy in 

China. Hence, China has sought refuge in its official policy of non-interference in the 

affairs of other sovereign states, extending diplomatic recognition to the new regimes in 

Eastern Europe and refraining from open criticism of the domestic affairs of states, such 

as Poland, which are considered to have departed from basic precepts of the socialist 

path. In particular, the Chinese leadership has been concerned to separate its ideological 

proclivities from its cultivation of trade and technological contacts. Thus, the January, 

1990, visit of Polish Deputy Prime Minister Jan Janowski marked the arrival of the first 

high level Eastern European official since the Revolution of 1989 and resulted in the 

signing of an agreement to expand bilateral trade. 

Adherence to protocol in diplomatic affairs, however, has not precluded the leader- 
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ship from engaging in intense criticism of the political transformation of Eastern Europe 

and the Soviet Union in private. Despite a history of embittered conflict and open 

defiance to Soviet hegemony, long-time communists like Deng Xiaoping have taken the 

concept of a socialist movement united by common adherence to Marxism-Leninism 

seriously and have been severely shaken by its perceived demise, not least of all in the 

land of Lenin. Since the autumn of 1989, the CPC has released a series of internal 

documents that seek to analyse the causes of political change in Eastern Europe and the 

Soviet Union and to assess their implications for the maintenance of socialism in China. 

These critiques, which have often borne the personal imprint of the thought of Deng 

Xiaoping, have typically differed from earlier assessments of the root causes of the Polish 

crisis in their relative disregard of economic and societal factors and their propensity to 

attribute a dominant responsibility for the “disappearance of socialism” to Mikhail 

Gorbachev. In this perspective, Gorbachev is seen as the instigator, if not necessarily the 

deliberate architect of change within the formerly socialist bloc.“” Explicit as well within 

this perspective is a vision of China under seige, beset by international forces from 

without and internal pressures from within. 

In its desire to withstand challenges to socialist orthodoxy, the Chinese leadership 

has resorted to a strategy, replete with its own set of internal contradictions, of seeking 

to minimize the intrusion of deviant ideas from abroad while strengthening forms of 

political indoctrination, political control, and if need be, political coercion at home. 

Chinese authorities have sought to reduce the number of students studying in Eastern 

Europe and to repress information about the extent of political change in Eastern 

Europe and the Soviet Union for mass consumption. The Chinese media attempted to 

ignore insofar as possible the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe in the autumn 

of 1989. On the internal domestic front, China’s leaders have endorsed the resurrection 

of a series of time-honored political methods, some of which are overtly reminiscent of 

Maoist practice. In his June 9, 1989, speech on Tiananmen, Deng Xiaoping identified 

inadequate political work and political education as a primary cause of the disturbances 

leading to a revival of forms of political indoctrination in the past year.‘O Similarly, 

reform attempts to separate spheres of political authority have been largely displaced by 

a renewed emphasis on the leading role of the Party as the final arbiter of decisions in 

Chinese society. 

In comparing China to Poland or to Eastern Europe, Deng Xiaoping has typically 

stressed the greater loyalty of Chinese peasants, workers, and soldiers to the regime as 

a source of political stability. 71 Deng’s sanguine comments aside, Chinese labor policy 

over the past year has revealed a leadership motivated to ensure that the workers and the 

unions remain under strictly defined political controls. The Chinese authorities have 

reserved a special vengeance in their pursuit of workers associated with the independent 

trade unions which cropped up during the pro-democracy demonstrations. Con- 

comitantly, ACFTU policy has been oriented in a more conservative direction which 

has sought once again to reassert the primacy of Party leadership over union operations. 
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Commentators at the Third Meeting of the 11 th Presidium of the ACFTU in July, 1989, 

engaged in a concerted attack on the emergence of the autonomous unions as a violation 

of Leninist principles, arguing rather for the necessity of strengthening the Party as the 

guiding force leading the unions. The tenor of discussion at the meeting indicated a 

partial reversion to pre-reform themes: a movement to practice frugality and production 

was initiated, speakers criticized an excessive emphasis on elitism and expertise in 

factory management, and the importance of political and ideological work was under- 

lined. Subsequent labor policy has continued to exhibit a sense of political deja vu. 

ACFTU activity in 1990 has concentrated on the implementation of a rationalization 

campaign, and socialist emulation has made a comeback: at the 1990 May Day rally 

ACFTU Chair Ni Zhifu urged workers to learn from Daqing and the Iron Man in their 

quest to increase production. The Party’s continuing mission to tighten controls, 

moreover, was exemplified by the issuance in January, 1990, of a “CPC Centrai 

Committee Circular on Strengthening and Improving the Party’s Leadership Over the 

Work of Trade Unions, the Communist Youth League, and Women’s Federations.“72 

The reorientation of union policy since Tiananmen has been facilitated by the 

removal of Yan Mingfu as Secretary of the Central Committee Secretariat at the 4th 

Plenary Session of the 13th Central Committee in late June, 1989. With Yan’s political 

demise, responsibility for the administration of trade union policy passed to Ding 

Guangen, a member of the conservative faction. The fall of Zhao Ziyang similarly 

spelled misfortune for Zhu Houze, who was reportedly one of ten main targets of 

criticism in the aftermath of the Tiananmen events. 73 Although physically present, Zhu 

played no role at the July, 1989, presidium meeting of the ACFTU and was formally 

removed as Vice President and First Secretary of the ACFTU at the December, 1989, 

meeting of the Executive Committee of the Presidium. Replacing Zhu in his positions 

was Yu Hongen, a former minister of the Coal Ministry. Additional leadership changes 

resulted in the placement of Yang Xingfu on the Executive Committee. Both men are 

believed to be political allies of Li Peng. 74 According to the Hong Kong press, Zhu has 

been held responsible for ACFTU actions in support of the pro-democracy movement 

in the spring of 1989. Reportedly, Li Peng singled out the ACFTU and the Stone 

Corporation as the “logistics headquarters for the counter-revolutionary rebellion and 

turmoil, ’ ’ accusing Zhu of “guiding the ACFTU on the road of Poland’s Solidarity 

Trade Union.“7” While the removal of Zhu has been an undoubted blow to reform 

forces within the ACFTU, the circumstances of his departure suggests that the power 

struggle between the conservative and reform forces in the CPC is far from resolved. 

Unlike the removal of trade union leaders in the 1950s Zhu has not been exposed to 

public criticism for his actions, nor has it apparently been possible for the conservatives 

to launch a full-scale purge of Zhu’s supporters within the trade union apparatus. 

For all the energies marshalled to stamp out any remaining vestiges of independent 

trade unions and to bring the ACFTU into line, China’s leaders have been aware that 

these efforts will be fruitless unless they can simultaneously ensure compliant behavior 

amongst the rank and file of China’s workers. This is a far more daunting task and is 
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ultimately tied to the ability of the regime to restore China’s ailing economy and to 

provide its workers with a minimally acceptable standard of living. However, the initial 

steps taken to recentralize the economy and to reduce inflation and the budget deficit in 

the latter half of 1989 also proved to instigate discord amongst the working class. Over 

600 cases of industrial unrest were reported in China in the second half of 1989 with large 

scale strikes occurring in Henan and Hunan provinces. 76 Worker dissatisfaction was 

attributed to such factors as widespread layoffs, reduced wages as a result of production 

cutbacks, and the highly unpopular government measure introduced in the autumn of 

1989 compelling state employees to contribute a portion of their wages toward the 

purchase of government bonds. By the beginning of 1990, government leaders, spurred 

on by a rise in the urban employment rate to around 4 per cent, were beginning to 

rethink facets of industrial policy. In January, 1990, the State Council issued a series of 

documents instructing enterprises to attempt to meet employees’ basic wages, instruct- 

ing them to seek aid from departments at higher levels or local governments, including 

state banks, if necessary.77 By January, 1990, the leadership was also beginning to 

reassess its previous position of attempting to restrict the operation of the private sector 

of the economy and of township and village collective enterprises as exacting too high a 

cost in displacing workers and contributing to unemployment. Such measures, taken in 

themselves, do not add up to a coherent economic strategy and seem unlikely to lift 

China out of its economic doldrums. But they do indicate a deep-seated reluctance on 

the part of the leadership to pursue a hardline economic policy at the risk of increasing 

the levels of disaffection amongst the workers. 

Conclusions 

In a speech relayed to the Politburo in April, 1990, Deng Xiaoping identified the main 

tasks on the Chinese political scene. “First, grasp stability; second, grasp stability; and 

third, again grasp stability. So long as we can do a good job of our work and maintain 

stability, it will be a counter-attack against the things introduced by Gorbachev.“78 

Stability to Deng is the all-important antidote to prevent the emergence of a situation 

akin to that to be found at the present time in Eastern Europe or the Soviet Union. It is 

an indication, however, of the obsolescence of Deng’s political thinking that he lacks the 

ability to realize the gap between his vision of the kind of political structure that would 

ensure the maintenance of societal stability and that demanded by the increasingly 

cosmopolitan strata comprising the urban citizenry. It is a tragedy for Deng and an even 

greater tragedy for China that he, like Mao Zedong before him, has become an historical 

anachronism in his own time. Nonetheless, for all Deng’s obsession with events in 

Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, and in particular with Poland, conditions in 

China are significant different. That China was scarcely on the verge ofworker insurrec- 

tion in the spring of 1989 was indicated by how quickly the workers’ movement was 

suppressed. The number of workers who chose to become affiliated with independent 

trade unions in 1989 was miniscule and even those workers who lent support to the 

student movement in Beijing and other cities constituted only a small proportion of the 

urban labor force. In China, moreover, students and intellectuals never formed a real 
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alliance with the working class as was the case in Poland. Rather, the 


